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Chapter 1 
Teacher Response to Policy and Practice in the Teaching of LOTE 
 
1.0  The context of LOTE education in Queensland 
The last three decades of the twentieth century have been a "tumultuous period" (Eggington, 
1993/94) in the development of language policy in Australia. The result has been a major 
revision of the place in the school curriculum of languages other than English (LOTE) which, 
for the first time, have become a normal feature of general education (Rudd, 1994) rather than 
an elite elective. In Queensland, for example, the 1991 LOTE Initiative (Braddy, 1991) 
included LOTE as part of the core curriculum from Years 6-8. The Queensland School 
Curriculum Council (QSCC) subsequently included LOTE as the eighth key learning area 
(KLA) for which new syllabuses are currently being finalised for implementation between 
2000 and 2003. This will see the current three-year (Year 6 to Year 8) core program extended 
to run from Year 4 to Year 10 as staff become available. The intention is that all young 
Queenslanders will take at least 420 hours of second language (L2) education (QSCC, 1997b). 
Ideally this allocation will be extended if schools choose to use discretionary time to maintain 
or increase current offerings at the secondary level or if students opt to continue with their 
LOTE in Years 11 and 12.  
 
These policy changes have been accompanied also by changes in expectations of what school-
based programs might achieve and to whom they are addressed. In response to the demands of 
an increasingly global and multicultural world, more and more people use a second language 
to communicate across cultural boundaries, to negotiate meaning both locally and 
internationally. Schools are now being asked to develop this capacity in all young people as 
part of their socialisation into citizenship and in the name of Australia’s external political and 
economic needs and priorities (DEET, 1991; Rudd, 1994). 
 
Language teachers hold a central position in this ongoing change process and their response to 
the current developments in LOTE education will influence the extent to which the proposed 
innovations are successfully incorporated into the culture of language learning in schools. 
Central to this study, therefore, is an exploration of the perceptions of those engaged in 
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translating policy and practice developments into the lived learning experience of students in 
language classrooms. 
 
1.1 The goals of language education in schools 
The decision to include LOTE in the core curriculum and to develop a new, task-based, 
embedded syllabus invites a re-examination of the goals of LOTE programs. Traditionally 
objectives cluster in four main areas each of which takes a slightly different perspective on 
proficiency outcomes and so leads to a somewhat different interpretation of the role of 
teachers in language classes and their expectations for their students. These in turn are likely 
to influence responses to the proposed new syllabus. 
 
1.1.1  Maintenance/social cohesion 
Maintenance has traditionally concerned those Australians who already speak a language 
other than English. The ethical argument for the provision of programs for background 
speakers states that schools must recognise and value the home languages of all Australians 
(Clyne, 1986; Lo Bianco, 1992; Louie and Edwards, 1996). To do otherwise is to ignore these 
children’s linguistic rights and to promote subtractive bilingualism - “an unacceptable and 
tragic waste” (Sir Ninian Stephen, cited in Lo Bianco, 1992). A more pragmatic, mainstream 
argument for maintenance is that higher levels of proficiency are achievable when school 
programs build on home usage (Clyne et al., 1992; Kirkpatrick, 1995a). Failure to do so 
means that, without a considerable increase in the time spent on language acquisition, 
Australia is unlikely to develop the advanced speakers it needs in languages such as Chinese 
and Arabic (Gibbons, 1994; Kirkpatrick, 1995a). A key objective of maintenance programs is 
thus for background speakers to maintain and/or develop greater proficiency in their home 
language with this seen as both observing language rights and also maximising the nation’s 
linguistic capital. 
 
A related goal, but one which focuses on mainstream English speakers, sees the goal of the 
language program the teaching of community languages to speakers of the dominant language. 
This is designed to spread the advantages of bilingualism to this group but also to improve 
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their understanding and appreciation of other members of the community, thus contributing to 
greater social cohesion.  
 
1.1.2  Cognitive and affective benefits 
Increasingly bilingualism is no longer seen as solely the province of non-English-speaking 
background Australians. The current policy changes mean that, perhaps for the first time, 
“there is a real opportunity to make the benefits of multicultural Australian society available 
to all citizens” (Baldauf, 1993: 131). The Australian Language and Literacy Policy’s goal of 
a second language for all reflects this growing awareness that monolingual Australians are 
disadvantaged and should be given the opportunity to broaden their crosscultural 
understanding through learning another language (Ingram, 1991). 
 
Learning a second language “contributes to and enriches the educational, intellectual, 
personal, social and cultural development of learners, and has the potential to improve the 
quality of their participation in a rapidly changing world” (BSSS, 1994:1). There are, 
however, two distinct approaches to achieving such benefits. The first is inward-looking and 
concerned mainly with the impact of language learning on students’ understanding of the 
dominant language and culture. In such programs the achievement of useful levels of second 
language proficiency or cultural understanding is not a key objective. This is the thinking 
behind, for example, the ‘breadth’ approach (Gibbons, 1994) which draws on the insights to 
be gained from several different languages rather than an in-depth study of one. Proposed 
courses in crosscultural awareness (Kirkpatrick, 1995a) and Asian studies (Rudd, 1994; Hill 
& Thomas, 1998) also fit within this perspective. Traditional school language programs with 
their limited time frames and their emphasis on ‘intellectual artefacts’ which lead to a better 
understanding of self and the native culture (Byram & Esarte-Sarries, 1991) have had little 
choice but to adopt this first language (L1)-centred view. 
 
The outward-looking approach, on the other hand, argues that superficial knowledge of one or 
more languages results in only cursory linguistic and crosscultural awareness. In other words, 
even if the primary objective of school programs is educational, this can only be achieved 
through the development of communicative proficiency in a second language. There is a 
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growing body of evidence (e.g. Cummins, 1987; Reynolds, 1991; Swain and Lapkin, 1991; 
Wiltshire, McMeniman & Tolhurst, 1994; Baker, 1996) to suggest that learning a second 
language can enhance metacognitive awareness, improve flexibility of thought, develop 
creativity and problem solving skills and contribute to greater crosscultural understanding 
provided the program is additive and reasonably high levels of proficiency are achieved. This 
is a view supported by Ingram (1993b:16) who argues that all outcomes are “significantly 
affected either directly or indirectly by the proficiency level attained by the learner”. Leal 
(1993) likewise suggests that the economic value of LOTE studies will only come when 
firmly built upon cultural and linguistic understanding and an intellectual and cultural 
openness to the unfamiliar that is able to put specifically defined needs in context. 
 
1.1.3  Cultural goals 
Views of language as social practice (Halliday, 1978; 1985) stress the links between language 
and culture and the impact of the context of culture, that shared knowledge/patterns of 
interaction between people within a given society. From this perspective, language use is 
“fundamentally cultural” (Crozet, 1999) and learning to use a second language challenges the 
learners’ taken-for-granted world view. As Byrnes (1991:206) has argued, “an emphasis on 
communication posits that, for learners to be communicatively competent in another language, 
they must not only be cross-linguistically but also cross-culturally competent”. From this 
perspective, then, language and culture are inextricably entwined and one cannot be learnt 
without the other. 
 
There are a number of views of how culture might be tackled in a language program. The 
CoAG Report (Rudd, 1994) for example stressed the importance of cultural literacy which 
will allow Australians “to communicate in a culturally sensitive and therefore effective 
manner through the systematic study of Asian societies and their considerable political, 
economic or cultural diversity” (Rudd, 1994:vi). The report argues that this requires cultural 
knowledge encompassing history, geography, politics, economics, society, arts and religion. 
Such programs are often proposed independent of the associated language, for example, as a 
thread in the mainstream curriculum (Hill & Thomas, 1998). 
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It can also be argued, however, that knowledge about the culture is not enough to operate 
effectively within the culture, just as knowledge about a language is not enough to use it 
effectively (Aldred, 1994). Communicative competence requires cultural awareness of both 
the learners’ own culture and that of the target language group and requires learners to 
experience the L2 culture and also be aware of the L1 culture. “In order to become competent 
in other socio-cultural environments we must be able to access our own cultural norms and 
see them critically, not as ‘natural’ behaviour but as merely our way of doing things” (Aldred, 
1994:185). Developing cultural awareness thus involves disembedding the pragmatic and 
interactional norms which underpin language use and through which culture is manifested in 
spoken and written language (Crozet, 1999). The implication of such a view is the need for 
learners to experience language in use and in context and be encouraged to explore the 
cultural values exemplified in such practices. 
 
1.1.4  Communicative proficiency/vocational benefits 
The final cluster of objectives focuses explicitly on communicative proficiency, the ability to 
use the L2 to get things done in the real world. While implied in the adoption of 
communicative approaches, the drip-feed or “unintensive and therefore inefficient” (Ingram & 
Wylie, 1991:51) nature of many school programs has made such outcomes unrealistic for 
many learners. It is this perspective, however, that underpins the economic and vocational 
arguments for developing the language skills of Australians (Lo Bianco, 1992; Ingram, 1993a; 
Gibbons, 1994), arguments that have been instrumental in making the case for inclusion of 
LOTE in the core program. The CoAG Report (Rudd, 1994), for example, found that few 
school-based programs have proficiency as an outcome target and, for the first time, actually 
proposed outcomes in proficiency terms and recommended approximate two and a half hours 
of instruction per week over 10 years. Like the Australian Language and Literacy Policy 
(DEET, 1991) before it, the CoAG Report placed considerable emphasis on the vocational 
benefits of learning a second language with wide-spread “Asia literacy” contributing 
positively to the National interest. 
 
This interest in proficiency outcomes at the policy level parallels the preoccupations of second 
language researchers and methodologists who have likewise been exploring the sort of 
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approaches which will enable learners to develop their ability to use the language with others 
beyond the classroom (see, for example, Tedick & Walker, 1994; Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei & 
Thurrell, 1995; Klapper, 1997; Crawford, 1997).  
 
A further argument for focusing on proficiency outcomes is the realisation that, while 
language programs which fail to achieve sufficient levels of proficiency may be neutral in 
terms of cognitive development, they may actually have a negative impact on learner attitudes 
both to language learning and the target culture, perhaps as a result of the demotivatingly slow 
progress they offer or the message they convey that other languages and cultures are 
“unlearnable” (Cummins, 1987; Hawkins, 1988; Gardner, 1991; Kirkpatrick, 1995a). 
 
1.2  Issues in school-based language programs 
As well as exploring teacher perceptions of the goals of the program, this study also 
investigates their attitudes to a number of related issues that have been raised by the recent 
and ongoing changes to the provision of LOTE education in Queensland. These include time 
allocation, teacher proficiency, use of the target language as the main medium of instruction 
and the status of LOTE in the curriculum. 
 
1.2.1  Time allocation 
The proposed inclusion of approximately 420 hours of LOTE education in the core program 
in Queensland (QSCC, 1997b) falls considerably short of the CoAG recommendations (Rudd, 
1994) although the QSCC does allow for the provision of additional discretionary time at all 
levels to meet local needs. This will hopefully allow secondary programs to continue their two 
to two and a half hours a week rather than the one and a half hours a week stipulated in the 
new curriculum proposals1. Provided this occurs and continuity is achieved between the 
primary and secondary programs, the expansion of the core program from three to seven 
years, therefore, considerably extends the time teachers and learners can devote to language 
                                                 
1
 As discussed in Chapter 2, the Queensland School Curriculum Council has specified a notional allocation of 60 
hours instruction a year across the seven years of the program (see Table 2.1). This represents approximately one 
and a half hours per week. 
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learning and means that, perhaps for the first time, schools can seriously look at basic 
proficiency as a realistic goal. 
 
Kirkpatrick (1995a), however, questions the wisdom for most learners of spending even the 
1,000 hours advocated by Rudd (1994) on languages such as Chinese, Japanese and Korean 
because such effort still falls considerably short of the 2,400 - 2,760 hours required to achieve 
basic proficiency in these languages. He argues the primary program should focus instead on 
“easier” languages. The assumption appears to be that, to be beneficial, school programs 
should give students an opportunity to achieve basic proficiency in their chosen language and 
so be successful as language learners. This positive experience can then form the basis for 
subsequent study of the “difficult” languages for those sufficiently motivated. A case can also 
be made, however, that, precisely because such languages demand a considerable length of 
time for learners to develop communicative competence, this process needs to begin early in 
their education. An alternative explored in this study is whether teachers believe schools 
should recognise the greater time required to learn these languages and make this available 
through the provision of more intensive and in-country programs. Without such a provision or 
recognition that different outcomes are inevitable, the new KLA of LOTE may set unrealistic 
outcomes. 
 
1.2.2  Continuity 
To date, a significant challenge to proficiency outcomes in Queensland appears to be the 
increase in mixed-level classes which has resulted from the LOTE Initiative. Often teachers in 
Year 8 must build on the prior learning of students from the primary program and work with 
total beginners in the same class. An informal survey of 22 schools in Brisbane in 1994 
(Crawford, 1994) indicated that only four were grouping students according to previous 
experience, thirteen were dealing with mixed-level classes and five claimed continuity was 
not an issue. In one school this was because the same teacher worked in both programs and 
could ensure the programs articulated with one another. In the remaining four schools 
continuity was not an issue either because the primary schools offered a different language (so 
continuity was not an option) or, more disturbingly, because the primary program made little 
or no difference to the learners’ ability to cope in Year 8, with continuity at most a problem 
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for 6 months by which time the beginners were indistinguishable from those with even several 
years’ primary experience.  
 
Such responses may reflect the limited proficiency expectations set for the primary LOTE 
program in which “least importance is attributed to the development of students' general 
proficiency as a program goal” (Queensland Department of Education, 1993b). They also raise 
questions of the value and purpose of the primary program and the impact of mixed-level 
classes on the achievement of its social and affective goals (Leal, 1993).  
 
If retention rates are taken as a measure of positive response, there is room for concern. The 
“massive fall” between Years 8 and 9 reported by Nicholas et al. (1993) in Victoria is 
parallelled in Queensland where fewer than one in four students continued their language 
studies into Year 9 in 1993 (Lait, 1993) although numbers taking a language in Year 12 have 
increased by two thirds2. There is still evidence of reluctance, however. The Wiltshire Report 
(Wiltshire, McMeniman & Tolhurst, 1994), for example, found that languages are among the 
least popular subjects in Year 7. This may explain why more than 50% of students in another 
survey (Queensland Department of Education, 1993b) intended to choose a different language 
in Year 8, thus undermining the advantage of having additional time to achieve proficiency. 
Parkinson (1994) likewise reported considerable disaffection with LOTE in her primary 
school sample.  
 
Such data suggest that, even if the logistics of continuity can be assured, the achievement of 
proficiency through LOTE study over several years will be difficult to achieve. Certainly 
those who change their LOTE in Year 8 and then do not continue into Year 9 are unlikely to 
reach a useful level of proficiency in either language or have an opportunity to see themselves 
as successful language learners. Research is needed to see if this opting for a breadth approach 
(Gibbons, 1994) is an appropriate response or simply a temporary reflection of the need to 
create a more positive language learning culture (Langdon, 1993) and perhaps a product of the 
lack of choice in the primary program. If a student’s preferred language is not on offer at the 
                                                 
2
 For details, see Table A2.205 for Education Queensland percentages continuing into Year 9 and Table 2.3 in 
Chapter 2 for Board of Senior Secondary School Studies figures for Year 12. 
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primary school, he/she may decide to change if this language is available at the secondary 
level. 
 
1.2.3  Teacher proficiency and use of the target language as the main medium of 
instruction 
Related to the greater emphasis on proficiency outcomes for learners has been the issue of the 
proficiency of teachers and the level required to adopt the newer, more communicative 
approaches in which teachers are expected to use the language more extensively and 
responsively (see, for example, Nicholas et al., 1993; ALLC, 1996). Some teachers, however, 
seem reluctant to use the LOTE for classroom instruction and interaction (Martin, 1994). 
Clyne et al. (1992), for example, found that teachers’ expectations of what learners could 
achieve were reflected in their choice of code in the classroom. Pessimistic expectations 
resulted in the use of English as the language of instruction and set up a cycle whereby 
reduced exposure to the target language meant there was no communicative need to use the 
LOTE, thus further limiting input. Edelsky (1996) likewise points to the strong dominance of 
English even in a supposedly balanced bilingual program in the United States. She argues that 
schools need to become “sites of resistance” if they are not to perpetuate the situation in 
which English speakers are congratulated for making almost no progress in a foreign language 
while speakers of other languages are disparaged for making tremendous (but not “total”) 
progress in English.  
 
Teacher attitudes to use of the target language and their ability to do so is thus potentially an 
important factor in determining the sorts of learning experiences they make available. They 
need, for example, to be vigilant that they are not underestimating their students and limiting 
their opportunities to develop language proficiency. This is particularly so as the extension of 
the program to include all learners has opened up the program to a more diverse population. 
Another reason to stress the use of the target language is that the sense of achievement thus 
created may well be a factor in retention rates (Ramage, 1990; Massey, 1994). Use of the 
target language for instructional interaction in class, for example, is one of the primary means 
of presenting it as a genuine means of communication rather than an object of formal study 
only. Such use, however, is more challenging and requires of the teacher an ability to respond 
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spontaneously to the learners' unpredictable, “in-flight” linguistic needs and thus suggests 
“chaos, risk and subversion” rather than the “order, security and power” offered by the direct 
teaching of grammar (Thornbury, 1998:112). It is for this reason, Thornbury argues, that 
many, indeed most, programs remain grammar-driven. 
 
1.2.4  Status of languages in the curriculum and attitudes to language learning 
Bringing languages into the mainstream represents a considerable change for Australians. 
Nicholas et al. (1993:168) cite a 1978 submission from the Australian Linguistics Society as 
evidence of the Australian perception that languages are difficult to learn: 
It appears to be widely believed in Australia that foreign languages are 
essentially unlearnable to normal people, and that Australians have a 
special innate anti-talent for learning them. 
Tuffin and Wilson (1990:51) likewise found that “languages in general are not of immediate 
value to students in schools in that they are irrelevant in job prospects and are not as valuable 
as other subjects (typically Maths, Sciences and English) for tertiary entrance". The LOTE 
Initiative (Braddy, 1991:2) also recognised that the inclusion of LOTE brought “a new 
dimension to what is valuable and achievable in our lives” and required a change of mindset. 
Developing a culture of language learning obviously also involves challenging social attitudes 
and raising the status of languages so that there is social and economic recognition for 
bilingual competence in a range of occupations (Lo Bianco, 1994). This is where policy 
decisions such as the inclusion of LOTE as a key learning area and part of the core curriculum 
and the requirement that language teachers demonstrate proficiency in their language 
(Commins, 1992) are so crucial in changing the sociocultural environment and creating 
incentives for students (and their teachers) to aim for proficiency. 
 
1.3  The role of teacher beliefs and attitudes in responses to change 
Language teachers in Queensland are subject to ongoing change. Research suggests that 
change is a complex process and teachers’ beliefs and attitudes will influence their 
interpretation of proposed changes (see, for example, Luxon, 1994; Woods, 1996; Kennedy & 
Kennedy, 1996). These beliefs and attitudes are at once a product of the teachers’ experience 
but are also a result of interactions with others in the teaching context. Mandated change such 
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as the new syllabus and the inclusion of LOTE as a KLA become part of the context and can 
influence the teaching culture by altering relationships and expectations and the way in which 
teachers and others see their role and measure their success. At the same time, however, 
change is challenging and involves considerable risk (Luxon, 1994). It may, therefore, result 
in considerable resistance from both teachers and learners, particularly if it is imposed from 
the top-down and clashes with firmly held beliefs. It is easier to implement a change that is 
congruent with existing values and norms than one that challenges these (Shamim, 1996). 
Ruddock (1998:208) suggests also that change requires a stimulus, without which 
practitioners “may feel they are too implicated in past perspectives and present practices to 
move”. An understanding of the change process therefore requires an understanding of the 
context of reception which shapes the way in which teachers and other participants interpret 
proposed reforms. 
   
1.4  The present study  
In the light of the ongoing changes in language education in Queensland, this study seeks to 
explore the perspectives of language teachers and to investigate their response to policy and 
practice developments. While the inclusion of LOTE in the primary program has provided 
additional time for LOTE learning and so has made it possible to set sights higher in terms of 
proficiency outcomes, this alone will not guarantee success unless such outcomes become a 
specific objective at all levels of schooling (continuity of purpose) and programs are 
articulated at each transition point (continuity of instruction) in order to allow for coherent 
development over time.  
 
The extension of the core program down to Year 4 and up to Year 10 means teachers will be 
dealing with a wider range of learners and learner abilities. Even if school practices change to 
recognise prior learning so that mixed-proficiency level classes are avoidable, teachers will 
still need materials and strategies to deal with their new range of learners. The new syllabuses 
seek to encourage a program which does not require learners to move in lockstep or work 
from a single textbook. They also assume that teachers will be willing and able to provide a 
rich input of effective and responsive teacher talk as well as encouraging more active learner 
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participation in programs requiring language use and related to issues worked with elsewhere 
in the curriculum.  
 
In the face of such far-reaching change, and given the impact of teacher beliefs and 
expectations on the way in which they deal with innovation, this study seeks to investigate the 
response of teachers to these policy and practice developments. 
